
HANDBOOK FOR  
COMMUNITY CHANGE 
Working Together to Improve Alaska Communities

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it’s the only 
thing that ever has.

— Margaret Mead

Changing the World
Alaskans working together to improve their com-
munities are engaged in the most fundamental 
of democratic behaviors — citizen-driven social 
change. The most meaningful change is that which 
responds to the values and visions of citizens. The 
most useful change is that which is conceived, cre-
ated and implemented by citizens on a local level. 
They may seek assistance from their governing 
institutions, but the role of local, state and federal 
elected and administrative organizations is to re-
spond — not control.

So, how can Alaskans organize into the “small 
group(s) of thoughtful, committed citizens” who 
can change their world? Civic discourse is one of 
a number of labels that describe group processes 
for convening, framing, designing and facilitating 
civil conversations. Also referred to as dialogue 
and deliberation or deliberative democracy, these 
processes all seek to create a safe space for people 
to share their thoughts, learn from one another and 
develop trusting relationships from which they can 
move from talk to action. This prepolitical demo-
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This publication is intended to help resolve a community issue. Each topic includes a checklist of specific steps to help you com-
municate with elected officials, local leaders and other community members as you work toward resolution.

You will learn more specific information through actual involvement and developing a Plan of Action. As you interact with oth-
ers, you will become aware of more alternatives and possibilities. Keep an open mind and work toward the goal of establishing a 
working relationship with your local government that will contribute to making your community a better place to live.

cratic behavior focuses on raising awareness about 
shared values, facilitating shared learning and creat-
ing shared visions for a better future. It is a neces-
sary prelude to public action.

— Arlot “Bill” Hall 
UAF Cooperative Extension Service

www.uaf.edu/ces or 1-877-520-5211



2

Table of Contents

Topic 1: Identifying the Issues ................................................................................................................... 1

Figure 1: Developing the Community Problem-Solving Plan of Action ............................................. 2

Topic 2: Building a Coalition ..................................................................................................................... 3

Topic 3: Making Personal Contacts .......................................................................................................... 4

Figure 2: Media Strategy: Advantages and Limitations .......................................................................... 6

Topic 4: Utilizing the Media ....................................................................................................................... 7

Topic 5: Writing Letters .............................................................................................................................. 8

Topic 6: Giving Public Testimony ............................................................................................................. 9

Topic 7: Understanding the Referendum/Initiative Process ................................................................ 11

Topic 8: Evaluating Your Progress ........................................................................................................... 12

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................................. 14

Bibliography ............................................................................................................................................... 14



1

Identifying the Issues
To solve a community problem, you first have to 
break the problem into workable issues. Issues are 
sometimes controversial, and they often reflect dif-
fering points of view. Developing a Plan of Action 
(figure 1) that has the best chance of success de-
pends on thoroughly thinking about the problem in 
terms of its issues.

Example: A group of citizens might be upset over 
the increasing number of four-wheeler accidents. 
Potential issues contained in the problem include 
differing points of view on land use, individual 
rights, recreation needs, education and enforce-
ment. The issues have to be identified and discussed 
before a solution can be proposed.

You may find it helpful to spend a few hours talking 
about the issues with a support group in preparation 
for developing a Plan of Action. The following action 
checklist provides focus for a group discussion as you 
begin the first step in working toward resolution.

Action Checklist

1. Identify the general topic of which the prob-
lem is a part. Understanding the topic may 
be important later in putting together a Plan 
of Action. (Example: If the problem involves 
four-wheeler accidents, then the topic could be 
“safety.”)

2. Write a clear statement of the problem. Use 
the information you have agreed on in discuss-
ing the general topic. Problems are generally 
negative. Problems are not controversies, but the 
issues within them can be very controversial. 
(Example: Too many children and young adults 
who ride four-wheelers disregard their own 
safety and the safety of others and, as a conse-
quence, die or become seriously injured each 
year.)

3. Identify the issues involved. You must antici-
pate and discuss differing points of view from 
all those who have an interest in the outcome. 
Discussing the following two categories of issues 
will generate information to help develop a suc-
cessful Plan of Action.
A. Remedy Issues. These are the what, when, 

where, how, why and who of the problem. 
Answer each of the following questions. You 
may have several answers for each ques-
tion. The issues will become important as 
individuals express differing points of view 
concerning the cause and/or the solution to 
the problem. 
1) What is happening?
2) When is this happening?
3) Where is this happening?
4) Why is this happening?
5) How is the best way to handle this?
6) Who is the best person, organization or 

agency to work with?
B. Resource Issues. These issues involve identi-

fying where to find the power, personnel and 
funds. Answer the following questions. You 
may have several answers for each question.
1) What are the rules which affect the prob-

lem or the process that must be followed 
to correct the problem?

2) Who has the final say?
3) Who benefits? 
4) Who pays?

4. Plan of Action. Use the remedy and resource 
issues that will help to identify all the people 
(stakeholders) who have an interest in resolving 
the issue. After identifying the issues, refer to 
the following sections — Building a Coalition, 
Making Personal Contacts, Utilizing the Media, 
Writing Letters, Giving Public Testimony, Un-
derstanding the Referendum/Initiative Process, 
and Evaluating Your Progress — for informa-
tion on how to proceed. 

Notes:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Figure 1. Developing the Community Problem-Solving Plan of Action
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Decide upon a Plan of Action (Figure 1)
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Solution New Plan of Action (Figure 1)     
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Building a Coalition
Identifying the Stakeholders (those affected 
by the issue) 
Once an issue or problem has been identified, all 
subsequent tasks focus on identifying and col-
laborating with those affected. These stakeholders 
include those who are directly and/or adversely 
affected by the issue, along with other individu-
als, groups, organizations and agencies that have 
an interest — or a stake — in the issue. These are 
the stakeholders, also known as the target public. 
Change in the stakeholders’ or beneficiaries’ knowl-
edge base and practices are critical to successful 
resolution of a community problem. Stakeholders 
must be directly involved in determining what must 
change and how the change will be brought about.

Many stakeholders may already be providing 
programs in attempts to address the issue; their 
expertise and resources are valuable. Not only must 
stakeholders develop a commitment to collaborate 
with each other, they’ll need to agree and commit to 
be a part of problem resolution to ensure their em-
powerment through the community-based process. 
Stakeholders must come to see the issue through the 
eyes of other stakeholders. 

In addition, stakeholders must realize that pool-
ing resources is more effective than working alone. 
Leaders of stakeholder groups must work closely 
together to further study and analyze the issue and 
to build consensus on a collaborative plan for reso-
lution. The objective is for these leaders to form an 
issue-based coalition and to work toward resolving 
the community problem. 

Identifying the leaders of the stakeholder groups is 
critical; equally important is for the leaders to be 
aware of how the issue affects the quality of life for 
their members. Cultivating this awareness among 
the leaders opens the door for developing consensus 

that the issue is important to the well-being of all 
who are affected.

Forming a coalition is a critical stage as stakehold-
ers become responsible for identifying issues and 
looking for resolution. The coalition now has re-
sponsibility for resolving the issue. Leaders can cre-
ate a vision that will be shared and supported by the 
community because they are legitimate spokesper-
sons of the people they represent. The shared vision 
is like two-way communication: it comes from the 
people and returns to them in a continuing cycle of 
interaction. 

The study and analysis of the issue and the refine-
ment of its definition by the leaders provide the 
basis for a successful Plan of Action. Through col-
laboration, the coalition can develop a shared vision 
that provides the driving force for resolving an issue 
and achieves what individuals and organizations 
acting alone are not able to accomplish.

Action Checklist

1. Identify the people who are directly and ad-
versely affected by the issue. Involve all stake-
holders in defining the issue and determining 
what must change and how the change will be 
brought about.

2. Develop commitment to collaborate. Perceive 
the issue through eyes of other stakeholders. Be-
come aware of how the issue affects the quality 
of life for all members of the various stakeholder 
groups. 

3. Identify leaders of stakeholder groups. These 
leaders must work closely together to further 
study and analyze the issue.

4. Build consensus. Cultivate awareness that the 
issue is important to the well-being of all who 
are affected. 

5. Create vision. A shared vision that is positive 
and inspiring is the driving force for resolving 
the issue. 

Notes:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Making Personal Contacts
Many public officials value personal contacts more 
than other forms of communication. Find out the 
most effective way to make your group’s opinion 
heard through people who personally know the 
public official, such as other public officials, agency 
staff and administrative aides.

All forms of communication are more effective by 
being well organized. Having identified the issues 
and being able to suggest specific responses will 
make the time worthwhile and productive. 

Personally contacting an agency or staff person may 
be more valuable than contacting public officials. 
In researching the problem and identifying the is-
sues, find out the most influential person, group or 
agency that can assist.

Action Checklist

1. Seek broad support for your ideas.
A. Start with your circle of friends and organi-

zations.
B.  You may discover other organizations and 

individuals who share your concern. Con-
tact the groups listed below to gather infor-
mation, advertise your idea and gain sup-
port:
1) Local, state and national groups of inter-

ested citizens
2) Legislative offices
3) Government agencies
4) Appointive boards, commissions or 

committees
C. Contacting others can be accomplished by:

1) Interviewing knowledgeable individuals 
2) Attending group meetings
3) Writing a letter
4) Meeting with staff of governmental of-

fices or agencies
5) Appearing before boards, commissions 

or committees 
D. Brainstorm with your support group to ex-

pand alternatives, evaluate new information 
and further develop your Plan of Action. 

2. Communicate with public officials. 
A. Develop a personal relationship with the 

public official. Get to know your officials by 

attending public meetings, including fund-
raisers and similar functions.
1) Introduce yourself to the officials before, 

after or during a break at the meeting.
2) Mention that you would like to talk to 

them at a more convenient time about 
your issue.

3) Be brief and polite.
B. Request a personal meeting with a public 

official to present your case.
1) Make an appointment at his/her conve-

nience.
2) Be on time for your appointment.
3) At the meeting, identify:

a) Yourself
b) Your group

C. Discuss what you would like from the of-
ficial:
1) Be organized and brief in presenting 

your views.
2) Ask the public official to share his/her 

views.
3) Leave a printed statement with the of-

ficial.
4) Be prepared for questions. If you cannot 

answer the question, be honest in your 
response and promise to reply by letter 
or by phone.

5) Follow up the meeting with a letter of 
appreciation.

6) Make a written record of all conversa-
tions and phone calls.

3. Communicate with aides or office staff. 
A. Treat aides or office staff as you would a 

legislator. The staff can influence decisions 
which the legislator must make. In addition, 
office staff are sometimes able to provide the 
exact response you need because they have 
the authority to provide you with certain 
types of assistance.

B. Develop a relationship with members of the 
support staff; they are valuable sources of 
information. It is the job of aides and office 
staff to respond to the public while helping 
the legislator with the many demands of that 
office.

4. Communicate with an agency. 
A. Be prepared.
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1) Write down your questions.
2) Know as much of the policy as possible.
3) Phone ahead.
4) Determine the chain of command.
5) Be prepared to pay for copies of docu-

ments that you may want.
B. Be respectful and pleasant.
C. Write down the name of the person you’re 

dealing with.
D. Follow up with a letter of thanks in which 

you briefly review the main points of your 
conversation.

E. Keep copies of communications.

Important Contacts
Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Important Contacts (cont.)
Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________

Name:  ___________________________________
Phone number:  ____________________________
E-mail:  __________________________________
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Media Advantages Limitations How To 
Press 
Releases 
 

• reaches wide circulation  
through print and  
electronic media  

• free publicity 
• press coverage lends clout 

 

• not good for a limited/small 
audience 

• may not be best place for 
reaching target audience 

• time of day; page article 
appears on; size of article or 
length of story affect 
whether audience sees 
article and its effectiveness 

• write in acceptable 
newspaper style  

• be accurate, spell  names 
and  places  correctly 

• know deadlines  
• provide contact  name 

and phone number   
 

Press 
Coverage at 
Meeting 
 

• informs those who didn’t 
attend meeting of 
decisions/ proceedings 

• keeps issues/events before 
public eye 

• useful for raising public 
opinion 

• potential for misquotes  
• interpretation of reporter 

may differ from your own  
 

• advance notice to news  
media of exact time and 
place of event and subject 
matter  

• provide printed  handouts 
with facts, figures  in 
advance 

Columns or 
Regular 
Features; 
Article 
Series 
 

• provides in-depth public 
education on issues 
 

• difficult to convince media 
to do 

• need enough information for 
several articles 

• weekly deadlines   
• takes lots of time  
• takes a lot of research 

• develop good rapport 
with news media  

• be accurate have   enough  
information  
 

Brochures, 
Handouts, 
Mailers, etc. 
 

• direct mail ensures you 
reach intended audience  

• is a reminder for people 
• can be more eye appealing 

/ attention-getting than 
articles 

• could be costly 
• often thrown away 
• some people don’t like to get 

mailers 

• eye-catching and 
informative 

Posters 
 

• attracts attention  
• additional exposure 

 

• need people to post  
• costly and location of poster 

important (or may not reach 
audience) 

• good colors  
• basic information in easy 

to read lettering 

Internet,  
YouTube 
e-mails 

• reaches wide audience 
• free 
• instantaneous 

• need technical expertise 
• information is sometimes 

not credible 

• know how to use and 
keep up with technology 
 

Public 
Service Ads  
 

• could be more attention-
getting than an article  

• good as supplement to 
article for publicity for 
event  

• must run a week to be 
effective 

• costly (generally 25% off 
regular price of newspaper 
ads)  

• be concise, informative 

Newsletters 
 

• good for networking 
• in-depth information 
• provides forum for 

community people 
• acts as clearinghouse for 

information 

• costly and needs a staff      
• time-consuming  
• needs submissions  
• needs to remain lively and 

relevant 
• needs printer 
• must meet deadlines 

• keep it current  
• use informative and 

interesting articles 
• need group cooperation 

and involvement 

	  

Figure 2. Media Strategy — Advantages and Limitations
Adapted from We Interrupt This Program: A Citizen’s Guide to Using the Media for Social Change by Robbie Gordon.
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Notes:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Utilizing the Media
The media represents a powerful force in any com-
munity. It influences who affects our government, 
how money is spent, the opinions we form and how 
we spend our free time. The many forms of media 
all have the potential to become valuable tools in 
publicizing ideas and generating public support. 
Organizations, groups or individuals using these 
tools should begin with a well-defined issue, which 
is then supported by a Plan of Action. 

Success in reaching your goal will be affected by 
your choice of medium. Understanding the advan-
tages and limitations of each will help match the 
most efficient medium with your intended audi-
ence. Working with a group that shares your goals, 
develop a plan that will inform your community 
about the issue you want resolved.

Action Checklist

1. Analyze your problem thoroughly to identify 
the major issues. (See “Identifying the Issue.”)
A. Identify other interest groups and influential 

persons or organizations.

B. Pinpoint the procedure that you will use 
to bring about a favorable policy decision 
concerning the issues you want resolved.

2. Establish realistic goals for your media cam-
paign. 
A. Identify the audience that you need to 

educate to gain support for resolving the 
targeted issues.

B. Working with your group, identify specific 
objectives which will help you accomplish 
the goal. 

3. Be sure that the information you use in your 
media campaign is correct. 
A. Assign someone in your group to check the 

accuracy of information you intend to use.
B. Be sure that your group approves of the 

media campaign and information you have 
chosen to use.

4. Meet the media deadlines.
A. Develop a time schedule that allows you to 

meet the deadlines of the media you have 
chosen. Plan ahead. Remember, you must 
consider the work schedules and deadlines 
of the media to accomplish your goals.
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Writing Letters
Elected officials like to hear from constituents. 
Letters do count, especially if they are individually 
written and well organized. The quantity and qual-
ity have been known to influence the outcomes of 
many public policy decisions.

Writing a letter can be done at home and provides a 
quick way to express public opinion with minimal 
effort. Writing in longhand is perfectly accept-
able. Depending on the preference of the person to 
whom you are writing, handwritten letters some-
times receive faster responses. Make sure the letter 
is legible, uses good grammar and is spelled cor-
rectly. Have a friend read the letter before you send 
it to obtain his/her opinion on its effectiveness.

The following action checklist suggests ways to de-
velop a letter for the greatest influence.

Action Checklist

1. Identify the issue or issues involved in the 
problem. (see “Identifying the Issues”)

2. To whom do you write? 
A. Legislators, state and national
B. Commissioners, directors
C. Mayor, assembly or council persons
D. School board
E. Governor and staff
F. Letter to the editor 
G. Community organizations
H. Public agencies and local officials 

3. How do you find the address? 
A. Legislative Information Office
B. City or Borough Assembly office
C. Chamber of Commerce, Alaska Municipal 

League
D. Cooperative Extension Service district offices
E. Phone book
F. Neighborhood associations (e.g., commu-

nity councils, civic clubs)
G. Library (ask for the reference librarian)

4. What do you say? 
A. The letter should include five basic para-

graphs.
1) State the problem; be brief, accurate and 

specific.

2) Explain how the problem affects you, 
your family and community.

3) Suggest an alternative action.
4) Ask for the official’s position.
5) Thank the person to whom you are writ-

ing.
B. Try to fit all five paragraphs on one page. 

Two pages should be an absolute maximum. 
C. Be timely. Give the person, agency or group 

time to respond.
5. What should you do next? 

A. Send copies of your letter to organizations, 
other public officials, newspapers and indi-
viduals who may support your efforts.

B. Keep a copy of your letter as well as the of-
ficial’s reply. File these where you can easily 
find them in the event that you need to fol-
low up with some action or response.

C.  Thank the official if favorable action is taken. 
Let the official know your thoughts if he or 
she expresses a contrary opinion, or if no 
action is taken. 

6. Use other ways to communicate your concerns. 
A. Use the free “public opinion messages” 

available at the State of Alaska Legislative 
Information Office. Start a campaign within 
your community and have others send mes-
sages. There is strength in numbers.

B. Join an existing organization or form your 
own organization to gain community sup-
port for your ideas.

C. Learn how to use Facebook, LinkedIn, 
YouTube and other new but well-established 
methods of social networking. 

Notes:
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
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Giving Public Testimony
An effective way to voice your opinion on a com-
munity issue is to testify at a public meeting such 
as a hearing or an assembly meeting. Providing 
testimony allows you to state your point of view and 
demonstrate that you know your facts and represent 
a broad-based community group.

Being well-prepared, organized and familiar with 
the rules that govern the decision-making process is 
essential to effectively communicate your opinion. 
The following action checklist suggests ways to help 
you plan how to give testimony before a decision-
making body.

Action Checklist

1. Do your homework well in advance.
A. Research your issue (see “Identifying the Is-

sues”).
1) Get all the facts.
2) Check your facts for accuracy.
3) Find out the arguments for the opposi-

tion. If the opposition has valid points, 
modify your position accordingly.

4) Be ready to answer questions.
B. If you are representing a group:

1) Be sure your testimony is approved by 
the group. 

2) Document your support.
a. Was a vote taken? How many for and 

against?
b. Was a survey conducted?
c. Was a petition circulated?
d. Do you have letters of support?

3) Let group members check your rough 
draft and give suggestions. 

2. Get on the agenda. 
A. Notify the group to which you will give 

testimony, being aware that it generally must 
be informed a specific number of days in 
advance of your intended appearance.

B. Ask the borough or city clerk (or chair of the 
decision-making body) for advice on getting 
on the agenda.

3. Prepare your remarks.
A. Know the time frame, which is usually:

1) Three minutes if representing yourself.

2) Five minutes if representing a group.
B. Organize the main points of your presenta-

tion into three sections.
1) Introduction: State what the issue is.
2) Body: State how this issue affects you, 

your family and community. Document 
your opinion with facts and examples.

3) Summary/conclusion: Review what you 
have stated. Ask for a specific action on 
the part of the group to which you are 
speaking.

C. Outline major points.
D. Write a rough draft using your outline.

1) Share the rough draft with other group 
members.

2) Let group members add their sugges-
tions.

E. Make your final copy.
F. Have extra copies to hand out at the meeting 

to:
1) Board members. If possible, have copies 

included in the information packets that 
are distributed ahead of time.

2) The media.
3) Interested persons/potential supporters. 

G. Have any visual aids neatly prepared and 
ready; know how to use the equipment. 
(Unorganized and/or illegible visuals will 
work against you.)

H. Consider dividing your presentation among 
several individuals who can each offer a 
unique reason to support your point of view.

4. Practice your testimony at home. 
A. Time yourself.
B. Familiarize yourself with your material.
C. Improve delivery.

5. The actual hearing. 
A. Arrive on time, sign up to provide testimony 

and sit in the front row if possible.
B. Ask members of your group and other 

interested individuals to attend the meeting. 
Have them:
1) All arrive on time.
2) Sit together.
3) Ask them to stand when you say, “There 

are others present who support my 
views. Will they please stand?”

C. Check the agenda to find out when you will 
speak.
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D. When you are called:
1) Go to the front or up to the microphone.
2) Face the decision-making body.
3) Address the chairman and members 

(Mr. or Madam Chair and members of 
the board, commission, etc.).

4) Introduce yourself and identify the 
group you represent.

5) Give your presentation.
a. State your approval or disapproval of 

the issue.
b. Support your opinion or reasons 

with facts. 
c. Be brief, concise, logical and natural. 

i. If anyone asks questions:
1. Answer the best you can.
2. If you can’t answer:

a) Admit you don’t know.
b) Promise to find out and 

let them know.
c) Be sure to follow through.
d) Send your answer to the 

media.
E. Thank the group for allowing you to speak.

6. At hearing recess: 
A. Introduce yourself to individual board 

members.
B. Talk to them about your cause.
C. Help them remember you.
D. Listen to the points made by the opposition.
E. Give written copies of your testimony to the 

group after you speak.
7. After the hearing: 

A. Write a letter to the board (council, assembly, 
etc.) thanking them for their consideration.

B. Write to the editor about your concern (see 
“Writing Letters”).

C. If the board decides against you, don’t give 
up.
1) Find out if you can appeal and

a. Where to file it;
b. When to file it.

2) If you have no formal appeal, work for a 
different solution to address the issue.
a. Return to the issue identification 

stage and rethink the issues involved 
in the problem.

b. Decide upon a new Plan of Action 
(see “Evaluating Your Progress”). 

Notes:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Understanding the  
Referendum/Initiative Process
The State of Alaska permits citizens direct access to 
legislative power through granting the opportunity 
to change or create laws. This applies to state, bor-
ough and city elections. Two processes are therefore 
available for citizens’ use in directly affecting public 
law. A referendum is the procedure that allows citi-
zens to change an existing law. An initiative is the 
procedure that allows citizens to create a new law.

The development process for a referendum is the 
same as for an initiative. Following a petition pro-
cess, a referendum or an initiative must be passed 
by a majority of voters within a city or a borough or 
the entire state to change an existing law or create a 
new law. The state law that guarantees citizens the 
right to change or create laws is found in Title 29, 
Chapter 28, Article 2 of the Alaska Statutes.  

Action Checklist

1. Contact the city or borough clerk to acquire 
the correct forms and to check on specific 
regulations for filing.
A. Ask the clerk to provide you with a copy of 

rules and regulations governing the petition 
process. 

B. Become aware of the entire procedure and 
the time line for completing the petition 
process.

2. Working with your support group, develop 
your petition. 
A. If you need assistance:

1) Ask the city or borough clerk to show 
you a sample, or

2) Contact a local government specialist, a 
lawyer or an experienced person to help 
write the petition. 

3. Plan how you will circulate the petition. De-
cide how many signatures will be needed, who 
will be responsible for collecting signatures and 
what timetable is necessary to collect a specific 
quantity and avoid last minute rushes.

4. File your petition with the city or borough 
clerk 90 days from the day it is first circulated. 

5. Once your plans are agreed upon, begin to 
collect signatures. Important parts of the peti-
tion process to remember include:
A. A referendum or an initiative must be sup-

ported by registered voter signatures:
1) Twenty-five percent of the number of 

votes cast in the last general election if 
the city size is less than 7,500 people

2) Fifteen percent of the number of votes 
cast in the last general election if the city 
size is more than 7,500 people

B. “Qualified voter” is a person who is both 
qualified to vote and is a registered voter in 
the area where the referendum or initiative 
will be voted upon.

C.  Illegible signatures will be taken off the peti-
tion.

D.  Be sure to follow the rules carefully so that 
your petition will not be rejected for tech-
nical reasons. Care must be given to the 
process of developing your petition so that 
the time your group spends on this activity 
is not wasted.

6. Once your petition is accepted, the next step is 
to organize voter support for the coming elec-
tion.

Notes:
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Evaluating Your Progress
Since the issue being addressed can be complex, 
your coalition’s first attempt to resolve it may not be 
completely successful. Typically, efforts are progres-
sive and evolutionary. After each successive attempt 
at resolution, improvements are made in the Plan of 
Action to produce better results with the next plan-
ning and implementation cycle. Information gained 
through evaluating each cycle is important in mea-
suring the success of the Plan of Action, reporting 
outcomes to stakeholders and using lessons learned.

The final evaluation is directed toward determin-
ing the extent to which the coalition achieved the 
goals and objectives set forth in the Plan of Action. 
It will determine the extent to which the issue has 
been resolved or has moved toward resolution. To 
provide useful and accurate information, a the final 
impact evaluation must be tightly coupled with the 
coalition’s Plan of Action and should represent col-

lective agreement among coalition members about 
expected outcomes that are expressed in terms of ef-
fects upon the issue being addressed. A final impact 
assessment plan should include:

•	 Clear	and	concise	articulation	of	the	issue	being	
addressed

•	 Clear	and	concise	articulation	of	the	coali-
tion’s goal, usually presented as a vision of what 
conditions would be like if the issue were fully 
resolved

•	 Statement	of	objectives
•	 Expected	outcomes	for	each	objective
•	 Specific	indicator(s)	for	each	expected	outcome	

to determine whether each objective has been 
achieved

•	 Data	collection	and	analysis	processes	

A suggested format for the recording and presenta-
tion of these components of the evaluation plan 
follows: 

Description of original problem:  _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Agreed-upon goal to address problem: ____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Sub-issues encompassed in issue: _________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Stakeholders: _________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Planned activities: _____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Expected outcomes: ____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Indicator(s) of outcomes: _______________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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Alternative outcomes: __________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________

A. Problem successfully resolved or solution achieved, or
B. Suggestions for next time or new plan of action:  

_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Changes in the Plan of Action should be reflected 
in plans to evaluate outcomes. Whenever the Plan 
of Action is revised as a result of monitoring (for-
mative evaluation), the evaluation plan should be 
adjusted accordingly. For example, abandoned ob-
jectives should be deleted from the evaluation plan. 

Because evaluation is a key function of the coalition 
and because each member may bring a different 
perspective to the task, it is important for all coali-
tion members to be actively involved in the evalua-
tion process. A common source of problems in the 
final impact evaluation is imprecision or ambiguity 
in the goal statement. A vague goal statement can 
indicate that the coalition is unsure of the outcomes 
expected from implementing a Plan of Action. 
Unless goal statements are clear and specific, iden-
tifying and measuring expected outcomes is virtu-
ally impossible. If attainment of the goal cannot be 
measured, no matter how clearly the goal is stated, 
coalition members will have difficulty drawing con-
clusions about their progress.

An indicator is documented evidence that supports 
the coalition’s claims regarding the outcomes of col-
laborative actions taken to address an issue. Indica-
tors lend credibility to the conclusions drawn about 
the success of the coalition’s efforts and provide a 
basis for recommending future actions. An indica-
tor is a measure of the expected outcome. For ex-
ample, the number of participants regularly attend-
ing workshops would be an indicator of the success 
or failure of efforts to recruit participants among the 
target public. A sign-in sheet at workshops could 
document that outcome. Documented evidence can 
be either quantitative (a numerical measure, such as 
a percentage change in the condition) or qualitative 
(a descriptive measure, such as a chronology of the 
condition). 

Referring back to the “Identifying the Issues” check-
list on page 1, several organizations will have con-
tributed resources. Reporting results can be an ef-
fective means to keep coalition members informed 
and committed to resolving the issue. Positive re-
sults can help gain the support of stakeholders who 
may have initially resisted becoming involved. The 
coalition’s success can also help recruit other mem-
bers to participate in the coalition’s further efforts to 
resolve the issue.

Action Checklist

1. Articulate clearly and concisely:
A. The issue
B. The coalition’s goal
C. Expected outcomes for each objective
D. Specific indicator(s)

2. Report Results. Let the stakeholders know 
whether efforts have been productive. 

3. Alter Plan of Action as necessary.

Notes:
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
_________________________________________
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Conclusion
Five important points to consider as you work to-
ward a solution of the community problem follow:

1. Identify the issues that are part of the problem. 
2. Determine the stakeholders related to the is-

sue and become aware of their diverse percep-
tions. 

3. Target the goal you want to accomplish and 
decide on the specific objectives that will help 
you reach that goal. The goal involves solving 
the problem, and the objectives will depend on 
the issues you identify.

4. Develop your Plan of Action based on your 
goal and objectives. 

5. Evaluate progress as you proceed with your Plan 
of Action and be ready to alter your plans as 
needed, but always keep the goal clearly in focus. 

Evaluation, as it applies here, involves making a 
decision as to whether or not your activities have 
helped to accomplish your goal. By developing your 
Plan of Action, you have targeted specific objec-
tives related to the issues that are important to 
resolving a community problem. As you and your 
group become actively involved in resolving the 
problem, take the time to discuss the effectiveness 
of each activity. It is normal to alter plans as situa-
tions change and new information becomes known. 
The goal, however, should always remain the same if 
you are correct in your perception of the problem. 

This publication has been produced to help indi-
viduals or groups begin the process of resolving 
a community problem. There are a host of people 
who are able to assist. You can find them in your 
neighborhood councils, city governments, com-
munity schools, school districts, PTA, Legislative 
Information Office and the Cooperative Extension 

Service. The best community resource directory is 
your phone book.

Helping to make your community a better place to 
live contributes to the well-being of everyone. What 
you are doing is valuable and important work. 
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